
The ‘crazy, hectic’ life of a 
program officer 

Minda R. Lynch 
Branch Chief 

Behavioral and Cognitive Sciences Research 
Branch 

Division of Basic Neuroscience and Behavior 
Research 

NIDA 



NIH Intramural and Extramural 
Staff 

�  Intramural are the labs, clinics and research programs 

�  Extramural are Program Officers (also called Program 
Directors, Program Administrators, HSAs=Health Science 
Administrators) and Scientific Review Officers 

�  Project Officers administer contracts 

�  NIH Institutes and Centers are called “ICs” 

�  All “run” very differently, both in structure and function 
(e.g., council, hierarchical organization, leadership), use of 
NIH mechanisms (e.g., R21s, R36s, R13s etc.), reviews 

�  What do POs “do”?  We stimulate, direct, oversee and 
‘administer’ the extramural investments of NIH (chess 
analogy) 



Why might you “like” this job? 

�   Are you curious, inquisitive and analytical? 
�   Are you a ‘people’ person? 

�  Collaborations 
�  Leading teams 

�  Organizational efforts 
�  Proposals 

�  Presentations 
�  Chairing sessions 

� Do you enjoy a diverse set of challenges and 
responsibilities in your daily tasks? 

� Do you like the forest more than the trees?  
(view from “the top”) 



Major categories of PO job 
tasks, roles and 
responsibilities 

�  Administrative (training, policies, procedures) 

�  Portfolio management (evaluation and dissemination) 

�  Scientific (promotion and stimulation) 

�  Communication and Teamwork (FOAs, meetings) 

�  Within and outside of IC 



From the beginning…. 
�  You get great orientation/basic training from programs run 

out of the NIH OD (Extramural Core Program) 

�  You are provided with ongoing training, annually for 
certification, and as needed, with changing policies, 
practices and procedures (a lot!) 

�  You are also offered a barrage of great scientific sessions, 
lectures, and presentations (ESA STEP) in ‘hot’ topics of 
science, including those of interest in the press/general 
public 

�  In addition to lectures from Interest Groups and other 
offices at NIH; WALS lectures, etc. 











Daily Activities 
�  Participation in dynamic interest, working groups or planning 

groups – some you lead, sometimes volunteer, sometimes 
assigned 

�  Within the IC and across ICs 

�  Some are trans-IC efforts run out of the NIH OD: OppNet, 
Blueprint, Common Fund 

�  These involve many, if not all ICs (sometimes mandatory with 
taps) 

�  Others are several ICs with shared interests (e.g., functional 
integration – CRAN) 

�  The goal or charge is usually a meeting, a track, a FOA (Funding 
Opportunity Announcement = Program Announcement or 
Request for Proposals) 



What is a FOA?  
Promoting and Stimulating (‘Moving’ 

or ‘Directing’) our Science 

�  We write Program Announcements that are active for three 
years: “Announce” the IC’s current interests, gap areas of 
science to be stimulated/promoted, and priorities 

�  Recent examples: Glial-neuronal interactions, GABA, 
chronic administration, animal models of HIV/AIDS, more 
ecologically valid animal models of addiction, etc. 

�  Reviews are at Center for Scientific Review (CSR) 
�  RFAs are usually a one-shot, with a dedicated review at 

the IC and a pot of money (set-aside) 
�  More of a specific topic; e.g., decision making or risk 

taking related to HIV/AIDS (1/3 of our budget is earmarked 
for HIV/AIDS related research) 







Trans-IC Activities 
(“Top-Down”) 

�  Opportunity Network for Basic Behavioral Science: 
Coordinated by NIH’s Office of Behavioral and Social 
Science Research (OBSSR); All Ics-mandatory 
participation 

�  NIH Blueprint – All ICs with neuroscience programs – 
Mandatory participation 

�  Common Fund from the NIH OD (The “Collins Fund”…
previously Roadmap); competitive proposals for years of 
support; example – Science of Behavior Change 









Within IC Activities 
(Usually “Bottom-up”) 

� Satellite symposia; for example, Genetics in 
Drug Abuse Research at CPDD 

� Symposia submitted to national/society 
meetings; e.g., APA, SRNT, SAR, SFN… 

� Stand-alone meetings, usually at NIH; e.g., half 
day “cutting edge” sponsored by NIDA 
Neuroscience Consortium 









IC Interest, working groups 
and consortia 

� Examples over the years include: 

� Child and adolescent working group 
� Women, sex and gender working group 
� Behavioral Science Interest Group 
� HIV/AIDS workgroups and interest group 
� Technology (TOADS) 
� Nicotine and tobacco interest group 
� Prescription drug and opiates interest group 







Specific Planning/Task Groups 

� Convened for a specific purpose and then 
abolished 

� OppNet: Strategic Planning Group 

� NIDA Prevention Initiatives Planning Group 

� NIH Blueprint: Harnessing Neuroplasticity 
Meeting and Publication planning group 

� Common Fund/SOBC: Meeting planning group 



Our “Bread and Butter”: 
Present and Future of NIDA 

Investments and 
the PO as a “Resource” 

�  The present: 
�  Track the science, monitor scientific developments – 

technology, findings that challenge conceptual or theoretical 
positions, new animal models, collaborative efforts that are 
cutting edge 

� Monitor progress in portfolio – Annual progress reports/
approvals and recommendation for future support, 
“publication alerts” from PIs (Principle Investigators), phone 
calls and poster ‘visits’, including SFN booth 

�  Encourage new directions within scope, to follow the ‘hot 
science’ 



� The future: 
� Recruit PIs for NIDA and stimulate collaborations, 

in areas of priority and need 
� Advise on scientific ‘ideas’, appropriate 

mechanisms, and study section for review 
� Give grantsmanship “tips” 
� Attend and listen to reviews/study section 

‘culture’, red flags, etc. 
� Strategize and ‘decode’ summary statements; 

inform/advise on resubmission 
� Prepare recommendation to propose funding 



Interactions with our 
partners at the IC 

� Many activities involve closely working with 
NIDA Grants Management 

� Sometimes with our Office of Extramural Affairs 
(Review, e.g., RFAs) 

� Sometimes with our Budget Officer (Financial 
Management Branch) 





Our Tools 

� NIH Research Porfolio Online 
Reporting Tools (RePORT) 

� QVR accesses IMPAC II 
� NIDA’s NEPS (Shadow system) 













More Bread and Butter: 
Organizational versus Grass-roots 

Efforts 

� “Pounding the pavement” is grass roots: SFN 
booth, poster sessions, etc. 

� Also, at the organizational level – Operations 
Planning on an annual basis 

�  Individual POs propose ‘concepts’ that move 
thru hierarchical levels of the organization and 
compete for director’s selection/approval 

� These then give rise to PAs, RFAs, contracts, or 
challenges 



What do I like? 
 #1 Learning! 

� Integrating, synthesizing, the “view from the top”  

� Expanding – new areas of science 

#2 Creativity 

� Propose scientific ideas for symposia, satellites and funding 
announcements 

#3 Use expertise 

� Highlight research findings that are “newsworthy” 

� Review and recommend research findings for NIDA Notes 

� Give opinions on the ‘hottest’ science – present to director and 
the institute 

� Respond to questions from within, outside of the IC and public (Q 
and A internet days) 

#4 Sense of accomplishment 

� “Making a difference” 

� Helping people (applicants and grantees) 


